Aerobic exercise conditioning: a nonpharmacological antiarrhythmic intervention.
Sudden, unexpected cardiac death due to ventricular fibrillation is the leading cause of death in most industrially developed countries. Yet, despite the enormity of this problem, the development of safe and effective antiarrhythmic therapies has proven to be an elusive goal. In fact, many initially promising antiarrhythmic medications were subsequently found to increase rather than to decrease cardiac mortality. It is now known that cardiac disease alters cardiac autonomic balance and that the patients with the greatest changes in this cardiac neural regulation (i.e., decreased parasympathetic coupled with increased sympathetic activity) are also the patients at the greatest risk for sudden death. A growing body of experimental and epidemiological data demonstrates that aerobic exercise conditioning can dramatically reduce cardiac mortality, even in patients with preexisting cardiac disease. Conversely, the lack of exercise is strongly associated with an increased incidence of many chronic debilitating diseases, including coronary heart disease. Because it is well established that aerobic exercise conditioning can alter autonomic balance (increasing parasympathetic tone and decreasing sympathetic activity), a prudently designed exercise program could prove to be an effective and nonpharmacological way to enhance cardiac electrical stability, thereby protecting against sudden cardiac death.